This article reports findings from a small-scale focus group study funded by perceive as the influence of the novels on their subsequent reading behaviour and academic development. Specifically, they consider whether these children feel that Harry Potter has helped improve their literacy skills and whether they think the books have changed their attitudes to reading. Moreover, the article sheds light on the role of the films and the possible effect of gender. The authors conclude that the Potter enthusiasts they have interviewed see the series as formative in terms of their literacy, but regarding gender, intra-group variation is far greater than inter-group variation.
co-educational and state funded. Both primaries and one secondary were affiliated to and partially funded by Christian denominations, characteristic of schools in the area.The first phase of this study involved a questionnaire with 621 respondents (N = 621) in which 56% of primary and 48% of secondary pupils self-identified as Potter readers, meaning they had read at least one Harry Potter book.
2 From this subsample we invited 76 "enthusiasts" (34 boys and 42 girls) to participate in single-sex, semi-structured focus groups. Enthusiasts were children who had reported on their questionnaire that they had read four or more Potter novels, though to have sufficient participants for at least one boys' and one girls' focus group in each school we lowered the bar to two novels for boys and girls in PS1 and for boys in PS2
and SS2. We ran 11 single-sex focus groups facilitated by a same-sex researcher: one boys'
and one girls' group in each primary, and four girls' and three boys' groups in the two secondary schools. Groups ranged from three to ten pupils; equal-sized groups were not possible due to pupil absences or subject teachers not permitting children to attend an entire session.
Focus groups can elicit rich, multi-faceted (sometimes contrasting) understandings, resulting from participants talking to others as well as the facilitator. They provide a context that we considered would be less intimidating than a dyadic interview with an unknown researcher (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2011) . We opted for single-sex groups as we felt this allowed children to feel more comfortable if they wished to talk about gender issues. We also recognise potential problems of using focus groups with children, for example, children saying anything rather than nothing, or being destructive of others' views (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2011) . However, with the exception of a stilted discussion with three very shy girls in PS1, all groups were forthcoming and lively, and pupils were largely respectful of one another's positions. Children were encouraged to talk to each other, respond to and build on other members' comments and break silences. The seven Potter books were present in each group as a reminder of the titles and their sequence in the series, and to stress that we were mainly talking about the books-although we did also ask specific questions about the films.
In what follows, we report only findings concerning the children's perceived achievements (in relation to their LSC), although we draw on data relating to our two other areas of interest, literacy practices and responses (to the Potter series) where appropriate. Our research questions concerning perceived achievements relevant to the focus groups were:
(1) Do children feel that Harry Potter has helped them improve their reading? If so, in what ways?
(2) Do they think the books have changed their attitudes to reading? To fiction?
(3) Are there any gender tendencies?
We appreciate that the data refer to what was said and jointly constructed in the context of the focus group and, due to a myriad of factors (including relationships within the focus group, children not wanting to create conflict or seeing the facilitator as an authority figure), these words may not necessarily capture what the children actually thought, felt, believed or even did (see Block, 2000; Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2011) . However, the purpose of focus groups is to gain insight into participants' understandings rather than garner 'facts'. The purpose is to learn how individuals reportedly "perceive a situation" as shown in words that we can also neither generalise nor "make statements about the population" from (Krueger, 1994, p. 3).
Analysis
Each focus group discussion was recorded and transcribed. The analysis began with a collaborative brainstorm of possible core categories related to our research questions. These included influences on children to read Potter, Literacy Self-Concept and comments about specific Potter characters, books and films. The transcripts were uploaded to Atlas.ti computer software which enabled the systematic coding (tagging) of these categories. Further categories emerged as a result of re-reading the transcripts e.g. certain authors were mentioned frequently, hence each was given their own code. The codes were also adjusted according to emerging patterns; for example, authors who were mentioned frequently received their own code. We also devised a range of codes which could be used in conjunction with others. For example, the quotation 'I read when I go to bed', was coded 'pFG_girl', 'literacy event', and 'place_bed'. We also included a range of evaluative codes including 'like', 'dislike', 'easy', 'difficult'. The resultant extensive list enabled us to run subsequent searches on any number and combination of codes, which were then isolated from the main body of data and grouped together. The key findings from the focus groups in relation to each research question are outlined below. Each set is prefaced by brief observations from the earlier questionnaire study (Dempster, Sunderland and Thistlethwaite, 2015) .
The first research question to be addressed was: "Do girls and boys feel that Harry Potter has helped them improve their reading? If so, in what ways?" The questionnaires indicated that Rowling's books reportedly inspired a majority of Potter readers to read more books generally, to explore books more difficult than Potter and to read more fiction. Neither gender nor school stage were significantly associated with any of these.
As mentioned, the notion of a Literacy Self-Concept has been used to refer to self-belief in literacy. Attainments in reading may be influenced by and go on to influence an individual's LSC; thus, if one improves, so too may the other. To ascertain whether the Harry Potter books have contributed to children's LSC development, we asked the pupils if they thought that reading the series had improved their reading more widely. The first category we addressed, was the perceived level of reading, vocabulary and spelling. In our questionnaires, 95% of readers had rated the books as "easy" or "okay." Accordingly, very few focus group participants reported finding Harry Potter difficult to read. The one pupil (a boy in secondary school) who did, attributed this to being a non-native speaker of English. One secondaryschool girl described Harry Potter as "light reading [...] in the middle of exams,"
whileanother said "I found them really easy to read [...] I just find these [Harry Potter books] very light reading" (SS1). Four pupils (a girl from SS2 and boys from PS1, PS2 and SS2)
reported they liked reading the series in bed. These reading practices would suggest that
Harry Potter is associated with light, comforting reading; one girl described the books as "cosy."
This "easy-reading" may be linked with the simple vocabulary reportedly used by
Rowling (see Holden, 2000, and le Guin, 2004) , as indicated in the following comments: When I first read them it was kind of complicated then I got the hang of it, and then my dad always told me "write the words that you don't know what they mean, and try to pronounce it, and write them down on a piece of paper once you finish the book, and you've got like loads of words-look them up in the dictionary." And I would read it again and I'll understand the words.
This quote illustrates the importance of home literacy practices in children's LSC development. This pupil has learned a specific vocabulary building strategy driven by her father.
Improvements in vocabulary and spelling were self-reported less often by secondaryschool pupils. Only three girls mentioned this, reflecting on reading Potter when they were younger: As the secondary school pupils probably had more sophisticated vocabularies, any vocabulary-learning potential of Potter may have been less salient for them than for the primary children. Alternatively, given that children tend to lose faith in their academic abilities as they get older (Marsh, 1989), they may have been self-conscious talking about this.
The Literacy Self-Concept also extends to writing which, while not the focus of our study and hence not asked directly about, was mentioned by two pupils in the focus groups.
One secondary boy noted "You can […] use ideas from the Harry Potter series" in writing activities at school, which suggests Potter may have improved the writing element of his LSC, particularly if he received positive feedback. One SS2 girl stated that Potter had "made my imagination a lot better." Lack of reference to writing may also be due to the children seeing writing and reading as distinct skills, rather than related and mutually reinforcing (Grabe, 2001) . Teachers stressing links between reading and writing may help maximise benefits accrued through children's extracurricular reading of Potter and other popular fiction.
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Thickness of the Books and Confidence
The number of Harry Potter books and, especially, the thickness of Books Four to Seven appeared to be two of the series' most salient attributes in terms of children's perceived literacies. All focus groups discussed the books' size, with thickness signifying a book's perceived difficulty. For two secondary boys, the thickness of the later books meant they would not commit to the whole series: These comments shed light on our questionnaire finding that, while more boys had attempted to read at least one Potter book, girls were twice as likely as boys to have read the whole series.
Comments regarding the size of the books were, however, also made in several girls' focus groups. In SS2, for example: While these girls suggest that the size of the books might deter potential readers, children who persevered gained confidence to go on to read other thicker, "bigger" books:
I've been reading all my life but Harry Potter's one of the first series that I've ever read and that got me into reading bigger books…. (SS2 boy)
It helped me because I want to read more thicker books now than just short books.
(PS2 girl)
It was when I was quite young, I was quite impressed that I could read the big books, it felt like I was sort of older because I could read the thick ones. (SS1 girl) I think being able to read the last three in particular because they're so thick encouraged me to read things like Lord of the Rings. (SS1 girl) novel?" and she said "it's like a sort of a longish fiction story like the Order of the
Phoenix" and I thought [proud tone] "I'm reading a novel." (SS2 girl)
A minority of enthusiasts said they did not feel Harry Potter helped their reading.
These pupils (boys in PS1, SS1 and SS2, and three girls in SS1) indicated that they were good readers before embarking on the series. One boy said he had read The Lord of the Rings before Harry Potter, and that he had found the former more difficult. One SS1 girl said that reading books in general had improved her future reading, not Harry Potter in particular:
I think cos I've always loved reading that like reading [the Harry Potter series] didn't really make a difference to me cause I'd always had like the reading background so like anything that's helped my reading has always helped anyway.
Attitudes to Reading
The second research question of the project concerns the children's attitudes to reading: "Do children think the Harry Potter books have changed their attitudes to reading? To fiction?"
While some children may already have enjoyed reading fiction prior to experiencing Harry Potter, the series may have encouraged them to try what they considered proper or adultsized novels. At least one pupil in each focus group gave an account of what they perceived as a "step up" in the level of the material they read after Potter. Accordingly, their pre-Potter reading material was deemed less challenging. For example, one secondary boy said that before Harry Potter he read Captain Underpants, a short comedy novel; yet after Potter he moved on to series such as Spooks and Sherlock Holmes. One secondary girl reported only ever having read the short novel The Scruffy Pony before being introduced to Potter. After
There was little evidence in the groups of media claims that Harry Potter has converted boys from non-fiction to fiction. Only the boy above identified himself as more of a non-fiction reader prior to reading Potter. Additionally, although none of our participants exclusively read non-fiction (see below), in the majority of the groups, participants said they read some non-fiction as part of a broader diet of texts and genres.
In terms of genre, the majority of children reported that immediately after reading
Harry Potter, they tried to find fiction that centred on fantasy, magic, action and adventure:
It inspired me to read like books like that have a bit of magic in it, a bit like Harry
Potter, and like a boy in it like Percy Jackson. (PS1 boy)
Right after Harry Potter I started reading the Iliad and the Odyssey and stuff like that cos I thought that it would it would be a bit like a fantasy. (SS1 boy)
These data suggest that reading the Potter novels augmented some children's desire to read more magic and fantasy, which, as other research highlights, are perennial favourites of children irrespective of gender (Clark and Foster, 2005; Davila and Patrick, 2010; Dungworth et al., 2004 ). However, other readers stated that Potter had inspired them to try other fiction, in the form of The Hunger Games (one secondary girl and one primary boy) and Michael
Morpurgo's historical novels (in both primary boys' groups).
Gender
To answer our third research question, we specifically looked for gender-related tendencies in our data. The questionnaires showed no statistically significant gender differences regarding perceived improvements in, or attitudes to reading. A higher percentage of girls than boys self-identified as good readers, but this number was non-significant. Likewise, the focus groups did not suggest any relationship between gender and the perceived influence of Harry Potter on children's Literacy Self-Concepts; indeed, there were many differences among the individual focus groups as well as across the gender groups.
That said, subtle tendencies were noted. In particular, in two of the five boys' focus groups, a minority of boys stated the thickness of the books was why they stopped reading the series. In contrast, in the girls' groups, reading a thick book was consistently seen as an achievement.
Similarly, boys reported reading a wider range of non-fiction material than girls. All five boys' groups mentioned magazines and annuals (particularly about football), alongside books on history, science, maths, computing, space and the weather. In four of the six girls' groups, a total of seven girls also reported reading non-fiction: two said they read football magazines, two read newspapers and three told us they liked reading about history, archaeology and forensic science. It is possible that just as the idea of boys not liking fiction is exaggerated by the media, so too is the idea of girls not liking non-fiction, a proposition worthy of further research.
Despite a general lack of gender differences, one interesting gender tendency did emerge from the analysis of peer influence. Our Atlas-ti report returned 21 extracts in which friends were mentioned, 19 of which came from girls, who started reading Potter because "my friends were reading it" (SS2). Only two boys mentioned friends, and just one of these credited a friend with being his main influence to read Potter (it was actually a female friend). The other talked about his German pen-friend, who was reading an English Potter novel to improve his language skills. This suggests that, for our sample, more girls than boys talked about their reading with their (female) peers.
Discussion
Many (though not all) of our enthusiasts consider Potter books as a major contributor to both their self-identification as readers and their wider literacy development. Perhaps the most striking change they reported was the confidence and motivation to try more challenging books or more books in general. Thus, the Potter books-particularly the thicker ones-acted as a "Portkey" or "gateway," transporting readers into the world of more mature fiction.
Pupils who persevered with the series considered this a positive attainment, which potentially heightened their LSC. Informed by Marsh and Shavelson (1985) , we can see Literacy SelfConcepts having both cognitive and affective components. Thus, alongside a reader knowing that reading Harry Potter has benefitted their reading, they also gain emotional payoffs such as pride and confidence in their abilities. These can motivate them towards further reading and trying more complex texts, which may subsequently result in higher attainments in school literacy activities (see Archambault, Eccles and Vida, 2010) .
While none of our participants suggested that their teachers devalued their out-ofschool reading choices, it appears that schools have perhaps not harnessed the Harry Potter "craze" for its full literacy-developing potential. When we asked what initially influenced participants to read Potter, schools and teachers were hardly mentioned at all. Only four of 76 participants mentioned school, including a boy from SS2 who "started reading the books" after a school cinema trip to watch a Potter film.
The influence of the films also featured frequently in the wider study. Of our 606
questionnaire respondents who had "heard of Potter," 89% (N = 539) had viewed one or more films: 92% of boys and 86% of girls, while 46% (N = 250) of cinema-goers reported not having read any Potter novel. 53% of those (N = 132) were girls. While it is tempting to criticise the films for diverting potential readers away from the books, many participants across all focus groups were inspired to read the books after watching one or more films.
Some participants also reported family members discouraging them from watching the films until they had read the books. Comparably, Parry (2013) refers to one girl in her study, Eve, whose "film-viewing seemed to be carefully connected to her reading", and how Eve and her 
Conclusion
The positive findings of this study must be seen as part of a bigger picture, in which many British children may be readers of Harry Potter but have lacked motivation or interest to continue with the series beyond the first book. Indeed, our data suggest that around 50% of children have not read Harry Potter at all, and hence have not been able to benefit from the books. However, focus group data of Harry Potter enthusiasts suggest that the series can be influential and positive in changing children's attitudes to reading (and sometimes to fiction), and helping their reading skills in general. Furthermore, while we see the experience of those who have seen the films or played the computer games as a valid and potentially educationally useful part of the Harry Potter experience, we also welcome children's continuing enjoyment of print literacy. The "magic" of Harry Potter in terms of its contribution to some children's Literacy Self-Concept in terms of reading seems undeniable.
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